Function of the adrenal cortex in patients with major depression.
Failure to suppress cortisol secretion after administration of dexamethasone occurs in up to 50% of depressed patients. To test whether this hypothalamic-pituitary-adrenal (HPA) overactivity is associated with adrenocortical hyperresponsiveness, we performed dexamethasone suppression tests (DSTs) and adrenocorticotropic hormone (ACTH) stimulation tests in depressed subjects and subjects with other psychiatric disorders. Three groups were defined: depressed nonsuppressors, depressed suppressors, and other suppressors. While predexamethasone and postdexamethasone cortisol concentrations were greater in the depressed nonsuppressor group, ACTH concentrations did not differ among groups. After receiving alpha-ACTH[1-24] (4.2 micrograms/kg), depressed nonsuppressors had greater increases in stimulated cortisol secretion than the other groups. These results demonstrate that in a subgroup of depressed patients, HPA overactivity is associated with adrenocortical hyperresponsiveness.